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Intexpersdnal Attraction as a Function 
of A|^>earance and Competition 



ABSTRACT 



Ibe rblea of cbzqpc^te^^ and physical. appearance in liking responses 
were ex^iined by_hai;ing sidbjects conpete against a pretty or plain 
female confederate in a quiz. Questions represented the- si^jects' 
favorite and the conf edederates * ostensive least favorite category. 
Haying TO2i» answers, confederates either decisivi^ly won or lost. 

Fallowing the contest, subjects sat closer to and better liked tile 
prettier confederate. Surprisingly # liking was independent of the 
coi^titive outcome. Results indicate the subordinate role of 
c^i^etltive vis-a-vis appearance on liking judgxne'hts. 
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Tlie iniioeiioe 6£ eoipete&ee on i&tecpersona3L 
attraction bas been exaiined froi several perspectives* 
Aronson, eilleraan, & Piojd (1966), for instance, 
discotered that the attractiveness of someone vitb 
stiperior abilities is greater titan tfiat of a iedibcre 
person. Fartheriore, liking for the superior individaal 
alone was enhanced folloning a pratfall or social 
blunder* Idditioiiikllf^ Hettee and iliskiiid |197Q) 
studied competence and liking in a guestion and answer 
contest in vhich snbjects and confederates initially 
deionstrated egtiai abilities. But irhenever the 
confederate's perfdriahce Warranted her elevation to ah 
ihcoiparablf superior intellectual status, she was liked 
tetter than a non*proioted coapetitor vho only 
iarginally defeated the subject, k possible explanation 
is that ''if ve are coipeting with sbieone, ve iay 
dislike that person unless the individual is so good - 
that he or slie clearly dutciasses us and ve cannot be 
coipared irith that person** (Siskihd and fliisbn, 1962, p. 
USD) . 

Curidiisly^ the attraction literature is relatively 
silent vitfa respect to coipetitive interactions betWeeh 
the sexes. Hbv vbuld a fenale's physical appearance 
influence likability following coapetitions against both 
sexes? To seek an ahsiier^ the current research explored 
liking for ah attractively or unattractively dressed 
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feflmie confederate vlio either decisi?eiy defeated, or 
irlic vas decisifelj defeated by subjects in an oral gaiz 
(Superior and Mediocre conditions) • 

Hypotheses 1 and 2 follow frbi the ftronsbn, et ai« 
(1966) experiaeiit. Siiilar to a pratfall, 
anattractiveness vas predicted to aitigate the threat 
introduced by extreie coipetehce. 

iypothesis 4 ; Both aales and feaales will like the Superior 

opponent lore than they vill like her flediocre counterpart. 

Hypothesis 2 : Hales will like the unattractive Superior opponent 

■ore than they will like the attractive Superior oppoheht. 

The third hypothesis follovs from Deaux«s (1972) 
ezperiients ^hich deidhstrated that# unlike ieh^ voaen 
■ost liked superior non-pratfallers. 

Hveothesis^ : PeHle subjects vill like the attractive better 

than the unattractive Superior opponent. 

Hetfaod 

Subjects , Fifty^three feiale and fbrty*three sale 
general psychology students participated in the study at 
Texas Christian University- 
Procedure, fvo ttorially attractive college-aged voaeh 
served as confederates and appeared in tvo iodes of 
dress. Hhen unattractive, confederates participated 
irithottt sake-up vhile sporting drab garae.^ts, outaoded 
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ejeglasses and unflattering, greasj hairdos, in the 
contrasting attractive condition, confederates vere veil 
grooied in lofeiy otitfits# Pretesting revealed no 
significant differences betveeh t&e tvo confederates 
tiith respect to attractiveness ratings in the tvo dress 
conditions* But as expected, there vas a significant 
difference betveeh being pretty and plain for both 
confederates, t (47) = 8.64, £ < .OU 

The chosen task vas an oral guestion and ansver gane 
using giiestibhs pretested for difficnltj by 
iihdeirgradiiates. Confederates ieiorized correct ansvers 
prior to the contest* The ezperiaent foiloved a 2 (s^z 
of subject] X 2 (pretty or plain confederate) z 2 
(confederate von or lost) factorial design. Subjects 
were rahdoily assigned to conditions vith the goal of 
including egttai ntlibers of iales and feaales in the 
cells* The subject and confederate first took a varn*up 
vritten test and then selected the two categories in 
vhich ihey felt nost and least coipetent* The 
ezperilenter announced that the subject's least favorite 
category happened to be the confederate's favorite. As 
a result of a staged coin flip, the favorite category of 
the relieved subject vas alvays selected for the oral 
contest* In the gaie^ vinnihg confederates ostensibly 
bettered 80X of past contestants, vhile losing subjects 
bettered 5b]( (i*e*, average)* Conversely, losing 
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eosfeaerates scored 20% cbipared to the viiioiBg 
subjects^ 80X. 

Plajers then completed a gnestionnaire and ttere 
directed to an adjoining rboi vithin vhich was situated 
a 6 foot iong bench. The acconplice entered first so as 
to take a position at one eztrese end of the hench^ 
vhili) subjects sat as ciose to her as desired. One 
attraction ioasore was fiyrne^s C1^7i) Interpersonal 
jQdgnent Scale fIJS)« K second^ onobtrusife ieasure was 
obtained by deteraining the nuiibei: of inches separating 
the contestants. Subjects receired the custoaary 
debriefing. 

iesnlis and Discussion 

Data for both confederates vere coibined since they 
folioved the saie pattern. P6st*test guestionnaire 
responses vere subjected to separate 2X2X2 AHO?As 
and analyzed to confirn that vhen dressed attractively, 
confederates were seen as significantly better looking 
than when attired unattractively {£ (1, 87j ^ 30. 96, HSe 
= 2i93, 2 < •Ol)- Other checks (all significant to at 
least tiie .05 level) indicated that subjects were well 
awsre of tfie gaality of their own performances, were 
significantly less satisfied when they lost than trhen 
they won, and perceived that confederates evaluated then 
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ftccofdingi}* Oiitcoie satisf^xtion ma pecceptieas of 
the con£ecierate*s evainatioii hiA a .84 cbccelationi. 
Horeofer^ sabjeets tfibugbt winning confederates vere 
sigaificantiy iore intelligent, deionstrated greater 
knoviedge of current events, and were better adjusted 
than tbeir plain counterparts. 

Tfie Ids likabiiitf judgients are presented in Table 
1 with higher scores indicative of greater liking. 



Insert Table 1 about here 



Significant iaiii effects were found for the physical 
appearance variable only (F 88) s *.b7, HSe = 3*63, 
£ < .05) in that confederates were liked significantly 
■ore when attractive than when unattractive. However, 
winning and losing produced aliost identical liking 
responses by subjects (Ms - 10.65 and 10.72). 

Seating distance leasureaents are given in fable 2. 



Insert fable 2 about here 



Bain effects were found for the appearance variable 
only, as subjects sat sigaif icantiy closer to the 
conf^erate when she was pretty than when she was not {P 
f1, 83) « 0.20, use = 34=77, £ < .01). fhe IJS liking 
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ieasuce and t&e attractiveness judgients bad a 
correlation of «74« 

These results are sobering inasnach as data froa past 
ezperiiental contests Cvliicii^ to be siire^ did not 
ianipttiate the appearance variable) suggested that 
einning and losing differentiallf affected subjects* 
liking or closeness ratings C^^g.^ Pleban S Tesser, 
1981) • In the present case^ the contest vas so designed 
that contestants could hardly hare failed to cbipare 
theaseives to their opponent, e?en before final scores 
vere announced* ftctually seeing th^ aediocre player 
struggling tiie and again trith ah "easy** guestibh, for 
example, vas predicted to more strongly influence liking 
judgients* 

The finding that physical beauty is related to 
attraction is hardly surprising. Bbtrever^ the iipact of 
cbsietic appeal vas not at all expected to coapletely 
overvheli the influence of iriniiing or losing a 
stiiuiatihg cbipetxttbn. Nevertheless^ the first 
hypothesis that sales as veil as feiales vould like 
Superior opponents better than Bediocre oppdnehtSp 
attractiveness hbtvithstahdihg^ vas hot supported^ 
indeed^ attractiveness vas central in liking judgaents* 
LiUtevise contrary to the second predictidiiy sales 
preferred the ^etty Superior opponent to her plain 
counterpart and selected the attractive over the 
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ttnattfaetife i«di6cre opjponeat as sell. 

tie final liypotliesis was that attractive Superior 
confederates touia be liked iore hj feaales than wouia 
the unattractive Superior confederates, while failing 
to reach significance, scores were clearly in the 
hypothesized direction. 

The trniy surprising finding, however, vas that 
neither the dissatisfaction with losing^ nor the 
perception that confederates jtidged then harshly when 
they lost, impelled subjects to indicate either greater 
or lesser lihing for the Superior than for the Hediocre 
player. Thus, in the context of half an bourns 
coapetition against ah opponent presnied less coipetent 
in a 8p43eific category, attraction vas shovn to be 
principally detersined by the oppbaeht*s physical 
appearance, other things egual# «e iay still like 
highly coEpeteht indifidnals iore than «e do less 
capable people. But when pitted against physical 
attractiveness in the short tem^ cbipe tehee plays the 
subservient role in liking. It appears^ therefore, that 
CODpetence is Sore likely to exert an influence oh 
ihterpersohal attraction when physical appearance cues 
are hot prooinent. 
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Table 1 

Beans afii standaca Deviations 
of tiking Scores 
T*€e6ip^ice*js Appearance 
Contest Outcbie Ofiat tractive A ttractiv e 

S abject Lnst Megn SP Hean SB - 

Bales 9.611 2.38 10i58 1*93 

Feiales 10.42 1.93 11.71 1.94 

Subject Bon 

Hales 10.00 2.14 10*83 1.95 

Feaaies 10.83 U59 10.93 1.19 

table 2 

Beans and Standard Deviations 
of Seating Distances (Znchesl 

■ iccoap li eei^s jtp peagance 
Contest Ontenwe CnM-traetiVe Attractive 
Snb^ect^Losi- Heap _J,ian^ 

Hales 27^65 6.« 25.54 4.15 

feiales 26.61 7.80 21*70 5.63 

Hales 27^79 6.16 24,42 7.03 

Feiales 27.65 5*08 24.23 5.03 
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